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richest soils in England3.1 As Professor Cannan remarks, there
is not much to be said for a law which does not come into
operation at an early date, is liable to supersessions, and has
been made headway against by an antagonizing principle
throughout the known history of England. The confusion is
due to thinking of the law as one of dynamic economics; put as
a law of static economics, it is, like any real law, always true.
For any area at a given time under any given set of circum-
stances, there is always an optimum number; as circumstances
change, the number changes. This conception of a continually
shifting optimum number was foreign to Mill.

According to Professor Robbins, Sidgwick was the first eco-
nomist to state the position correctly. But the 'terminology of
which he availed himself was not calculated to convey the
impression of any real innovation in thought, and he occasion-
ally betrays the fact that he has not really grasped the full
significance of his own doctrine'.2 It was left for Professor
Cannan to put the matter in a perfectly clear light, which he
did in 1888. He returned to the matter on subsequent occa-
sions. The historical development of population theories is
traced in his History of the Theories of'Production and Distribution
published in 1893, and a full and illuminating treatment is to
be found in his Wealth published in 1914.

(7)   THE THEORY OF POPULATION TO-DAY

The theory of population to-day may be called the optimum
theory of population. At any given moment there is for any
area of land a number of people that it is best to have from the
point of view of economic welfare. The theory is economic and
the criterion is economic; the best population is, therefore, that
which obtains the maximum income per head possible under
the circumstances. The best or optimum population is not fixed;
it is for ever shifting. That is so because the relevant circum-
stances are always changing. The optimum number has refer-
ence to an area of land and to the skill, habits, and mode of life
of the inhabitants. The land may change; agricultural wealth

1 Quoted by E. Cannan, op. cit,, p. 177.           z L. Robbins, op. cit., p. 114.